
O, HOW DOES AN ACTIVE RECREATIONAL TRAIL SYSTEM FIT 

with Maine�s largest urban area and hottest real estate market?
n a conceptual level, realtors love Portland Trails. They say that 
trails are an amenity that represents the outdoor lifestyle and the 
value-added environment of Greater Portland. Walking is a healthy 
way to exercise, reduce stress, and put people in touch with Maine�s 
natural environment. Everyone can use a trail, and the entire 

community bene�ts.
But when realtors are asked, �Would you want a trail adjacent to your backyard?� 

they say, �it depends on the circumstances.� When housing is built near a trail, 
that trail adds value the new property. If a trail exists, people buy into the 
neighborhood knowing it�s there. This is a process of self-selection that bene�ts 
realtors � people who care about nature and/
or exercise may be willing to pay a slight 
premium for housing near trails. Adjacent 
trails can add as much as �fteen percent to 
the value of a home. In recognition of this, 
Portland�s zoning regulations now require 
recreational amenities in large scale Planned 
Unit Residential Developments. Wide 
sidewalks, trails, and paths that connect 
with existing non-vehicular transit systems 
are all in vogue. And in this instance, 
Portland�s trails are an asset integral to the 
community planning process.

Yet for some, trails are not about 
a community resource that bene�ts 
individuals, but an individual homeowner�s 
privacy and safety, and ability to control 
private property. This is particularly true for 
small-scale, �ll-in projects around existing 
houses. When a trail is built adjacent to a 
developed neighborhood, it changes the 
neighborhood. These are not homeowners 
who bought their houses because they wanted to live near a trail, so the �rst 
response to a proposed trail is often negative. It raises concerns about privacy. 
And it can be perceived as adversely affecting the value of their property.

Privacy, visibility, and proximity are common concerns for everyone when 
it comes to trails. Abutters and trail users would often prefer not to see each 
other. The success of a new trail through an existing neighborhood depends on 
involving established homeowners as much as possible in the design process, 
and on building a trail that meets the needs of 
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OuR GOALS 
To create a 30-mile 

network of multi-use trails 

within Greater Portland.

To serve as a public 

advocate for the protection 

of and access to natural 

places within the region.

To encourage the 

participation of neighbor

hoods, schools and the 

business community in trail 

use and stewardship.

Residential Realtors 
Love Portland Trails... 
Or Do They?
B Y  R O b  W H I T T E n

[cont inued  on  nex t  page]

READErS OF THIS NEWSLETTEr 
know better than most that a 
walking trail is more than just a 
conduit from point A to point B. 
Often it�s the journey itself, rather 
than the destination that is the 
point of the endeavor. 

Trails have a way of connecting 
not just places on the map, but 
places in the human psyche. They 
can tie together the people who 
use them, add value to communities, 
and create special relationships that 
transcend topography.

In this, the �rst in a series of 
articles exploring how trails can 
help subtly transform communities, 
we look at how a scenic footpath 
can add tangible value to residential 
real estate. 



�

both homeowners and the natural 
environment. 

The separation between Trail 
and private property is commonly 
de�ned by natural features such as 
wetlands, streams, edges of �eld 
and woodlands, slopes and grade 
changes, or natural plant buffers. 
Man-made features such as fences, 
stone walls, or roads can also set 
limits. Homeowners often retain a 
greater sense of privacy, comfort, 
and control when the main living 
level of the residence is located 
eight to ten feet above the height 
of the Trail.

When the trail through the Fore 
River Sanctuary was expanded 
recently, abutting owners were 
concerned about their privacy. 
They worried that the new trail 
would be used by people they 
didn�t know; frankly, they worried 
that these unknown trail users 
might damage their property and 
wreak havoc in the quiet Sanctuary. 
PT�s Trail Manager, Jamie Parker, 
met with the Sanctuary abutters 
to plan the layout, route and 
buffering features of the new 
Starbird Lane Trail. The time and 
attention paid off for everyone. 
While the abutters began the 
process with mixed feelings at 
best, they now support the efforts 
of Portland Trails. This experience 
echoes others � time spent gaining 
homeowner involvement can 
transform opposition into support. 

So, realtors and developers 
do love Portland Trails. They 
appreciate the concept of walking 
trails throughout Portland, and 
they love the �nancial bene�ts that 
accrue from well designed, well 
maintained trails near their own 
back yards.

Residential 
Realtors
[cont inued  f rom page  1]

Catherine Gentile moved to Portland in 1985 when she 
married a Coast Guard of�cer assigned here. After tours of duty 
elsewhere, they returned to stay in 1990. Catherine�s interests 
in both trails and writing are long standing � and until recently, 
they were largely avocational. She walked the trails of Columbia, 
Maryland and Cleveland, Ohio regularly when she lived in those 
cities; since moving back to Portland, the Harborwalk, Eastern 
Prom and Presumpscot have become favorites. (Catherine�s 
article about the East Bridge Street parcel along the Presumpscot appeared in the 
Winter 2006 newsletter.) After a ten-year tenure as an administrator at Spurwink 
School, Catherine took early retirement in order to devote more time to writing. 
Portland Trails� newsletter has been one bene�ciary. Catherine learned of the 
newsletter�s need for volunteer writers through a friend in the Master Gardener 
network � newsletter editor Aurelia Scott is also a Master Gardener � and decided 
to volunteer because she thinks of Portland Trails as �an organization that does 
land conservation gracefully without the acrimony that so often occurs.� She 
was welcomed aboard instantly. We delight in the time and talent that Catherine 
gives us. And this year, we congratulate her. For, an even greater payoff from her 
retirement came recently when she won First Prize in the Dana Awards, a national 
competition for short works of �ction. 

Marc Hills was a recent graduate of Swarthmore when 
he chose Portland (over Portsmouth, NH and Burlington, 
VT) as his home in 1987. After living in a tent during his 
reconnaissance of the city, he found more permanent lodging 
and took on employment. The rest is history. Currently a 
Quality Auditor with UnumProvident, Marc is a super user of 
trails and an eloquent enthusiast about them. His �rst piece 
for the Newsletter in Fall 2004, which debuted our occasional 
series �On the Trail With�� concerned his four-mile trail commute to work.  
That piece received so much favorable attention that we invited him to become a 
regular contributor. Thankfully, he said yes.

Catherine and Marc help plan the newsletter, conduct interviews, do research, write 
articles, and never miss deadlines. They are a delight to work with, and they help 
make the newsletter one that our members actually read. We are grateful.

VOLUnTEER PROFILES: 

Catherine Gentile  
and Marc Hills
B Y  B O b  K R U g

The phrase “I’m a volunteer with Portland Trails” conveys an image of shoveling 

gravel, repairing erosion damage, clearing undergrowth, or some such outdoorsy task. 

And indeed, PT volunteers do such things. But they also stage events, such as the 

Happy Trails Auction; they manage our 10K Race/Walk; they stuff envelopes for bulk 

mailings. And they write this newsletter. Since 2004, the bylines of Catherine Gentile 

and Marc R. Hills have appeared in these pages. We thought you should meet them.



RECENTLY HAD THE gOOD FORTuNE to trek through New Zealand. 
I had expected the country Down Under to be different than Maine, and 
of course, it was. But I also was struck by the similarities. New Zealand is a 
relatively small country. Portland is a relatively small city. In both places, 
Outside is essential.

The New Zealand Department of Conservation has done a wonderful job 
of creating an infrastructure which reinforces the Kiwis� cultural imperative 

to �get out and do it.� The country has given birth to a full spectrum of out-of-doors 
activity. They boast an impressive per capita spate of adrenalin 
junkies, who seem to need to jump off bridges and out of 
airplanes, scale substantial peaks, shoot down rapids, and hang 
glide and para glide from Point A to Point Z. Most survive�

They also share that British determination to walk wherever 
there is beauty to experience and fresh air to breathe. All 
survive this invigoration and likely live better and longer 
for it. Blessed with a unique countryside crafted from totally 
volcanic history, everyone wants to be Out There seeing and 
feeling it all.

And they have marvelous trails, called tracks, on which to 
carry out this personal and cultural mission. Initially built in 
the 1930�s with Depression-era labor (sound familiar?), the system has improved steadily 
over the decades with mostly public funding; might I suggest �enlightened� funding? 
Where huts are required for longer treks, they are substantially and thoughtfully 
situated and constructed. Signage is excellent. The bridges, of which there seem to be 
thousands, are remarkable. In a country of massive rains, erosion is mostly a non-issue. 
Every step seems a joy, and the exhilarating effect of time on their tracks sends a visitor 
home convinced that he has seen the best New Zealand has to offer.

But when home is Portland, one realizes quickly that the Forest City has as much 
to offer, albeit without a Kiwi accent. Portland Trails� network comparably allows you 
to believe at the end of an hour or a half-day hike that you have seen the best Greater 
Portland has to offer. New Zealand�s ubiquitous waterfalls may be far more numerous, 
but Portland�s two waterfalls can be accessed easily by Portland Trails� own �tracks.� 
The shorelines of our several rivers and our tidal inlets have been substantially saved 
from �No Trespassing� signage and will remain so, due to Portland Trails conservation 
easements, enforceable in perpetuity. Modest pockets of New Zealand-type terrain 
await trekkers only minutes from City Hall. And thanks to May�s rainy spell, Portland 
can almost challenge the indescribably beautiful rain forest that enhances so much of 
those Down Under lands.

Let�s set out together to keep building and stewarding our Trail network to further 
build an �Outside� ethic in Portland. Such a commitment will make living in Portland as 
invigorating and enriching as we found it in New Zealand. 

Great Walks inherently bring Great Bene�ts to all who take that First Step! 
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“Natural Resource Damage  
Assessment and Restoration”

Portland Trails director Nan Cumming recently par-
ticipated in a presentation at the National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration�s regional work-
shop, �Natural Resource Damage Assessment and 
Restoration.� Cumming and the other panelists dis-
cussed the Natural Resource Damage agreement that 
Portland Trails entered into with the Maine Department 
of Environmental Protection and Kimberly-Clark last 
year. The innovative agreement resulted in Portland 
Trails being able to purchase and protect a 4 acre par-
cel of open space on East Bridge Street, right on the 
Presumpscot River in Westbrook and build a canoe/
kayak launch on the River. 

“Adopt a Trail” 

Portland Trails welcomes two new 
companies into the �Adopt a Trail� 
family: Planet Dog and Honeywell. 
In adopting a trail, businesses donate 
$1,500 or more to Portland Trails 
to fund the care of that particular 
trail for one year. The businesses are also invited to 

take guided walks of the 
trail with Portland Trails� 

staff and to participate in volunteer work days, cleaning 
and maintaining the trail. Planet Dog has �adopted� the 

Baxter Woods trail�a favorite of dogs and those who 
love to walk them! Honeywell will sponsor Portland 
Trails� recently built East Bridge Street trail, along the 
Presumpscot River in Westbrook.

Lincoln Life Financial Group has just renewed their 
membership in the Adopt a Trail program, continuing 
their stewardship of the Hall School Trail.

Become a Trailblazer!

Portland Trails announces our Portland Trails 
Passport Program! The Passport is a way to record 
each trail you�ve hiked in the current Portland Trails� 
network. Completing all 26 trails entitles you to mem-
bership in the Trailblazer Club. What a great summer 
project for you and your family! As you hike each  
trail, your passport will give you the directions you 
need to �nd the password for that trail�the pass-
word will be marked 
somewhere along the 
route. The passwords 
you record in your pass-
port will lead to a reward 
once you�ve completed every trail. The passports are 
free of charge, one per family, thanks to the generous  
sponsorship of Wilbur Smith Associates. Additional 
passports are available for $4.00. Order yours today 
by contacting Isabel@trails.org or calling the Portland 
Trails of�ce at 775-2411.

WISH LIST: A vacuum cleaner... so that we can keep our of�ce spick and span for your visits.

We Want Your Opinion!
Please tell us what you think about Portland Trails � where we�ve 
succeeded, where we�ve failed, what we should do next, and how 
we should do it. Give us �ve minutes of your time to take our on-
line survey and we�ll give you the Portland Trails of your dreams. 
Okay, that�s a bit of hyperbole, but we really want your input. Please 
go to: http://websurveyor.net/wsb.dll/6565/PortlandTrails.htm 
It will be painless. The rewards will be many.




